one delicately fine-tuned with an aesthetic, one which Stephen Alexis the Haitian writer and intellectual would call a "marvelous realism." But at the core of this elongated sign and aesthetic is a preoccupation with the work of the real.
Take for example Nine Muses. The story is one of migration, a theme which John is preoccupied with. Here his directing produces a distinctive, artistic sensibility. One in which a new cinematic grammar is being worked out. Every chapter in this film is elongated with layers folding into each other. Perhaps this cinematic grammar may be connected to what Arthur Jafa calls BVI: "black visual intonation." 4 This is critical artistic practice in which, as Jafa says, "black cinema replicates the power, beauty and alienation of black music." Arthur Jafa, Greg Tate, and John are deep friends and one has to think about what that artistic friendship might mean for each other's work. In my view Akomfrah's work has the power of a real, not just the power of the black music, but the power of a real, a marvelous assemblage and tableau of sounds, of color which evokes and provokes. This is crucial because when I think about this particular work that we are discussing today, The Stuart Hall Project, one in which revolution, politics, culture, and the New Left are all grappled with, as well as reflect upon the experience I had watching The Unfinished Conversation a few years ago at Goldsmith College, one has to pause and reflect on assemblages of images which both provoke and, thus, evoke. So now I want to welcome John to "Callaloo in Conversation." Welcome, John. [Applause] Collecting Representations AKOMFRAH: After that remarkable introduction, I am a bit stumped.
[Laughter] Two things. One it became clear, about three years before his passing, that Stuart was not going to be around for very long. The banality of that insight came also with the realization that he was going to be probably spending a lot of time on his own not doing very much as he waited for the inevitable. So we decided that we would engage him one more time in a project. We started to work with him on an idea about a century of black iconography, the black image over the twentieth century. And so we started working together, discussing and collecting forms of representation over a seven-month period. At the end of the seventh month, he pretty much said, "I can't do this anymore because I am just not well enough, and so you need to move on with it." Weirdly, that moment became an invitation because the minute he stepped out, we realized that he could also paradoxically be the center of it. While he was a partner, we couldn't do that. So, in that unexpected turn, The Unfinished Conversation you were talking about became a kind of meditation on the evolution of the New Left and of progressive thought in this country, drawing not so much on his life, but the experiences, the ideas, the ideals that had somehow shaped that life. It started with his notion that somehow identities emerge, as I think he said many times, at this sort of conjunction of the psychic and historical. So we decided to put that to test, to use his life as an example of that. At the end of that, I realized there was a lot more material that we could have used that hadn't made it into the installation and that is what inexorably led to the Stuart Hall Project.
BOGUES:
But I want to push you, John, if I could.
AKOMFRAH: OK. [Laughter]
BOGUES: Because that's a great answer, but what was it for you as an individual growing up in England, what would Stuart Hall have meant to you that would have pushed you to say, "We must do something on this person"? AKOMFRAH: I think everyone who is of my generation, interested in the ideas, interested in books, interested in theory, from the 1970s onwards had three quite distinct encounters with him. The first was in the 1970s when you realized that he was probably the only person of color on television in this country who was there precisely for the things you were interested in. He was there because he had ideas. He wasn't a singer. He wasn't a pop star. He couldn't run. Somehow his very presence, I think, licensed a whole number of pariah and vagabond thoughts that we had at the time of what was possible. As I said before, he was a charismatic example of what was possible for us geeks in the closet. So we came out to meet him. That is the first thought. The second time, for me, was when it became clear in the early 1980s that something really interesting was happening intellectually.
5 I was then at college immersed in Cultural Studies and these essays began to appear all of them suggesting that we were at the center of something really interesting, that race had become in 1980s Britain and was becoming the prism through which the crisis of Britishness was being experienced. It was a really powerful idea because it made sense of so much that was happening to us at the time. I met him, finally, properly, in 1985, because we were working on Handsworth Songs. And given his 1960s experiences at the CCCS, we wanted his help. 6 We invited him to come and he gave his time generously. We have been friends ever since. I would say that in a way, if I had to really push myself deep down, making these works were, for me, a practice of friendship. There was no more to it than that. I didn't know they would become a film and installation, and I didn't care about that, to be perfectly honest with you, Tony. I didn't know if anybody would be interested in it, and it didn't matter either. It just seemed that we were finally saying to him, "Listen, you have had this profound impact on our lives, and this is just a little offering, if you like, which should be for you and an affirmation of love as an art form. They are affirmations of the respect and love that we feel for you."
Post-Colonial Intellectual

BOGUES:
One of the things that emerges out of the film and comes out in conversation with him, and with you as well, has been this preoccupation he had with young black folks, the young black kids who were the children of the Caribbean and other migrant populations who were then growing up in England. What would become of them? What would happen to them? You end the film with a really powerful statement where he says, not just that we are here to stay, which is what black people were saying in the late-1970s, but that we are a vanguard for something that is new and we must therefore go and get it. We have a right to it because it is ours, he proclaims. Could you talk a bit about that preoccupation that he had about young black folks in this country?
AKOMFRAH: I think despite his protestations to the contrary, Stuart knew very early on-he had been here since 1951-he knew he was going to stay. That marked him as a very different kind of post-colonial intellectual in Britain in the 1950s and the 1960s because I think, on the whole, others were in preparation for a return, others lived in Britain at the time in this permanent space of transit. And I never got that sense of him, either in his writings or his activism. Because he decided very early on that he was going to stay, the question of how race reproduced itself in this environment, in this culture, became an important thing for him. He was actually the only black intellectual who was remotely interested in that first generation of post-war children born in this country. I have looked everywhere and can't find any other writer of equal worth or importance who would bother to even consider the fact that we existed at all. The fascinating thing for me is that this fascination with our potential arrival continued almost as if he was waiting for that moment when we would grow up to meet him. [Laughter] It is really uncanny. I can't describe it any other way because if you do the math, Stuart does this program in 1964 about young children, us, who were all 8 to 9. If you do the math, it is exactly that same age group that he initiated the research that became the book Policing the Crisis. This book as you all know was about the moral panic in this country of mugging. The black kids-they were obsessed with these official discourses-were by this time we are all then 16, 17, and 18. And that is the same group the radio program is about in 1964! And it's the same group that informs his thinking in the very early 1980s, when he starts the work on cultural identity and new ethnicities. By then that group, my generation, were in their twenties. So there is this kind of uncanny symmetry in the way in which his thoughts tracked our motion. Almost as if there was an expectation of an encounter with us at a later stage. Yes, of course, I am sort of being overly narcissistic here, but I don't think those overlaps are entirely coincidental. I don't think it is entirely fanciful from my part either. I think he was genuinely interested in how the diaspora was to reproduce itself in this place and had identified very early on that it would center on that first generation of post-war, British black kids.
Can we talk a little bit then about this business of encounter because there are two kinds of encounters. There is an encounter with the colonial power and the so-called native which generates something else. This is the colonial encounter in the colony. On this encounter Cesaire and Fanon and many others have written extensively. But there is also another encounter. This is the encounter of the colonial subject in the actual colonial country itself, which generates something else. Stuart experiences both. You and I come here at different points of time and have a different set of encounters. However, I want to talk about the second encounter and how you think that Stuart navigated that encounter because I recall him saying often, "I am in England, but I am not of it." He always said that when you speak to me and I speak to you, referring to the English, that you must remember that, "I have the plantation at the back of my head." So, how do you think he navigated the second type of encounter? How did that encounter generate, in him, a certain kind of thinking? AKOMFRAH: Well you know something about this because you knew him as well. You know that there was a time when this was a deeply frustrating thing for some of us because we wanted him to name himself as a figure solely of this place, and he would never do that. You couldn't get him to do that. And then, I think, as a result, it seemed a problem. Actually later on you realized that paradoxically one of the many elective affinities that we had was precisely to do that with this environment. I think Stuart-well, I don't think, I know because he says it-was always in flight from very certain, very obvious markers of identity. He refused to be solely this or that for reasons that he talks very movingly and eloquently about. That narrative of flight, not necessarily from self but from a certain naming of self, bears uncanny resemblance, I would say, to our flight because it seems to me that to grow up in Britain in the 1970s was to be engaged in this dramaturgy of the doppelganger. You seem to be stalked by this double and we spent a long time trying to disavow this double, this shameful thing that you were told in popular discourse, that hideous thing that went around mugging old ladies, assaulting policemen, and generally being a burden on our benign and benevolent state.
[Laughter] And at some point you have this remarkable mirror moment, a little like that Henry James short story "The Jolly Corner" that Stuart loved so much, when you realize that you are that figure of popular discourse, you are the doppelganger. I think at that point the flight stops and there is a moment, weirdly, we stopped when he also stopped. It's that moment you say, "Okay this is it. I am definitely and emphatically not going anywhere. I am going to try and get my head around this thing and what its components are." And of course that is exactly the same moment you get all these beginnings, outflow, outpouring of sentiments, ideas, books, films, etc. from my generation saying we are black and British. So we were sort of weirdly made for each other. You know things annoy me, occasionally, so much that you just think, "Man, you are lucky you aren't next to me right now because otherwise I am going to jail." Here I am thinking particularly of commentators who think that Stuart did not have a movement. These commentators have no idea what they are talking about. He had more than a movement. He had a generation. That is more than a movement. He had the whole lot of us. When you read him, you knew instinctively even when you couldn't figure out what he was saying.
[Laughter] That he was talking about you. It was just the most uncanny thing. We literally soaked him up because we knew that what he was trying to say applied distinctively to our condition. I can't describe it any other way, and I have read everybody. We started these black reading groups in the late-1960s, early-1970s and went through everybody from America and Africa. I have made films across the world on Malcolm, on Dr. King, you know, everybody. But this guy . . . when he spoke, you felt like he was talking about you instantly. I never got that from anyone. Everyone else it was an effort. I don't know why, but that is the fact. That is the truth. Sorry, I better stop.
The Soundscape of the Film
BOGUES:
No, no! [Laughter] No, John, do not. I want to ask you though about flight and the relationship of nostalgia to flight. In doing so I want to talk about Miles Davis becoming the soundtrack for the entire docu-biopic. It also seems to be Stuart's soundtrack to his own life. Talk to me a little bit about that. How did you come to that and how did you all choose some of those tracks? AKOMFRAH: Every time you went to see him, it was clear that he was very, very deeply into jazz, although thinking back I wouldn't necessarily have said Miles though, since Coltrane and Monk figured strongly in the music one heard in the house.
BOGUES: Why did you choose Miles then?
AKOMFRAH: I heard this interview that Stuart did when he said, as he was growing up, Miles Davis put his finger on his soul. And I thought, wow, what a great phrase! So the idea was to see how many different Miles albums could evoke this fingering of the soul. The more I thought about it, the more I realized, actually, that both Miles and Stuart were very similar. There is a sense in which they were both people with very unique tones. I have listened to everything Miles has ever recorded, including most bootlegs over the years. I love Miles. The tone never changed. It is put to a variety of uses in different settings, but the actual tone of Miles doesn't change very much at all. When you hear Stuart, the voice is always the same. Whether you're listening to him in 1958, as a twenty-something year old, about life in this country or arguing with the Blairites of the late-1990s, he puts the voice to very different uses. It is almost as if both Miles and Stuart are both really into the idea of conjunction. Both take very seriously the notion of a conjuncture as space, as a crucial field of operation that one tries to be "in sync," but not at the risk of losing one's voice because it is that voice that charges and magnifies that space. With his voice Stuart always came to everything with the same sonic attack, if you like: I am of this place, he says, but I am a figure of the Caribbean. This gives me certain insights. It is by no means the most complete portrait of me because I am also a figure of the left. I'm interested in Marx and Gramsci. All of these things will come to bear because they are me. This is Stuart. But the constant combinations, the recombinant form that the voice takes always differs depending on the conditions. BOGUES: Isn't there a thing in Miles, though, which is kind of nostalgia? Stuart makes a point in the biopic that the trumpet speaks to a certain nostalgia of what cannot be. But doesn't Miles's trumpet also speak to what an impossible future might look like? If you listen to the way in which the trumpet speaks in, say, his rendition of "Time After Time," or on the album Sketches of Spain, is there something in Miles which Stuart picked up, which is not just nostalgia but also an optimism for a now and for a future that may come out of the now? AKOMFRAH: Listen, people had all sorts of problems with the persona of Miles Davis and I get it, and I understand it, and I agree with a lot of it. But there are areas of overlap between these two figures which is beautiful to speculate on because it is almost how diasporas are supposed to function. It's this conversation amongst kindred spirits without necessarily having the geographical proximity. It is a kind of affective proximity at play in which people are going over the same things, coming to different answers, but almost walking the same roads. And in the footprints, one begins to see a pattern, but of course there are size nines and size twelves.
[Laughter] So it's never the same. There is an afterlife to these footprints and they bear relations to each other, if only because they suggest broadly similar direction. They suggest a wandering along broadly similar paths. They suggest a recurring will and attempts to try and answer broadly similar questions about style, about presence, and about appropriate signatures. I like the fact that one can place, in the same cinematic frame, Miles trying to come to terms with what the late-1960s were ushering in (Bitches Brew is an example of that) while Stuart is also grappling with the same questions in the space of Cultural Studies. It just seemed like an experiment worth pursuing. Miles may not have known of Stuart, but Stuart certainly knew who he was and followed his evolution. I don't think the reason he says Miles put his finger on his soul was simply for the early Miles of his childhood. I think he kept listening to the example of Miles's journey and seeing something in it that might be of value.
BOGUES:
Let's go back to the documentary . . .
AKOMFRAH:
We aren't going to run out of time? [Laughter] I thought we were running out of time! An Ending BOGUES: Not yet, John. Not yet. The way in which you situate the various chapters of the documentary from colony to post-colony, freedom road, specters of difference, new voices, public intellectual, wind of feminism, and then the neoliberal problem space-one could almost read the subheadings as a kind of mapping of Stuart's life. He comes here as a colonial subject in the early-1950s and then he passes at a moment of the neoliberal period we are now in. Some of his last works have to do with the neoliberalism and trying to grapple with it. The biopic is framed with these chapters and you can read the chapters as you go along. But there is something else at work. I want you to talk a little bit about the experimentation you were doing even though one can see the cinematic form as just a biopic that takes us from cradle to grave.
The easiest way, I suppose, is to give you an example. Just after The Stuart Hall Project, we made a film for the BBC and PBS on the March on Washington, to mark its anniversary. Before that, I had sworn that I wouldn't go near television again. It was increasingly becoming an exercise in futility because projects were proving difficult to get off the ground. But marking the anniversary of the March with a film was something we had committed ourselves to in the 1990s! Now for that project, what was crucial for me was having people who would directly bear witness to an unfolding drama, a drama in which they were lead actors (Baez, Belafonte, Poitier, etc.) trying to take a movement, a country, a political culture, elsewhere. The Stuart Hall Project is a slightly different proposition in the sense that there is no "singular elsewhere," and to try to construct its narrative trajectory in the same way would defeat the purpose. Why? Because what we are trying to do in the Stuart Hall Project is to issue a provocation which is to say to you, "If I start a section on his life in the 1950s, with the title Freedom Road, how much of what I am going to show you will you accept as embodying this quest for freedom?" But it's also a challenge. It is setting yourself a challenge in advance of doing something because you're saying, thematically, "We are going to do it this way-it's free jazz." Thematically, these are the chords and we are literally going to run with them, sketching and tracing their movement in every conceivable direction that they might takes us. But the starting point are those chords. And what matters is not so much confirming the original premise but the wandering itself, the process of arriving somewhere not known in advance. What then becomes important is this: if you have an ensemble of approaches, if you have six or seven chapter headings all seemingly playing aspects of his life to a theme, and if you do it enough times for it to become a motif, then you have a style. And the question then is, how much of this "style" will you-the viewer, my fellow traveler-accept as the truth of this drama? How much of it would you dismiss as mere affectation on my part and how much would you accept as the indispensable reality of this enterprise? This is the foundation of rhetoric, of basic, good old-fashioned Roman rhetoric. I am making a wager with you, taking a gamble, if you like, and I am saying that I think these disconnected, disjointed scenes all play to a theme. What do you think?
BOGUES:
What was it like to work with him?
AKOMFRAH: With him?
BOGUES: Yes
AKOMFRAH:
He absolutely hated it.
[Laughter] He so loved The Unfinished Conversation because The Unfinished Conversation was a three-screen piece. It was discursive. Then suddenly, once it was over, I said, "Well here's this logocentric account of your life, the linearity of your life." He absolutely hated it when he first saw it. So I said, "Listen this is the problem. Most of what you said that has real value for my generation, and I suspect for most people, happens after 1968 and the conceit of The Unfinished Conversation is that we will stop when you say you discovered that you were black, which is 1968. So morally and ethically, I cannot chuck away three decades of your life because you don't like single screen films." I think put that way, he slowly came around to it, but in the beginning he was like, I don't know. Basically complaining all the way.
BOGUES:
Two more questions, John. One of them is something I did not notice before, but saw it as I watched it a couple of times to prepare for this conversation. I noticed that at the very beginning what comes up is a man of the left, cultural theorist, architect of cultural theories, public intellectual, but not black intellectual. I was thinking that the conversation we are hearing today is about Stuart Hall as a black intellectual. Why was this not there?
AKOMFRAH: This is the snare of the archive. It is a strange space, the audio-video of this space. On one hand, as I've said several times, diasporic lives don't have that many monuments that attest to their having to pass through places. So, of course, text and images are absolutely critical and need to be considered as monuments to those lives. But, and here is the big "but," when you go to the archive, what one encounters is this overwhelming presence of official memory and what it valorizes are these strangely dystopian undercurrents that it thinks the diasporic figure embodies in its midst. Films made in the colonial and immediate post-colonial periods that have figures of color in them-what do these figures do? In the main, they are almost always about a "problem" in these archival deposits. And when you are in that space, there is a really important point to hang onto which is: official memory might think this, but that is not the reason why the black people agreed to be part of these films in the first place. I have yet to meet a black person in this country who agreed to be in a documentary in the 1960s because they wanted to be pathologized. Part of the ethics at the heart of my archival projects involves hanging on to this sense of multiple agency at play in the archive, of making this distinction between the utopian aspirations of the black subject who agrees to be filmed and the "sly civilities" of those making the film. You get this very powerfully in some films where, as you watch, you can literally see the black subject saying to themselves and to you, "I am doing this because I am waiting for the moment when we will meet, me and you and John Akomfrah. That is why I am doing this." Images want a future. People agree to be filmed, not to be deposited into a vault or to have their lives rubbished, but because they hope it will say something to someone in the future. So the ethical and moral task is: Can you salvage? Can you save them from the cross of pathology and social stigma? You can do that, but you can't invent a present for them that didn't exist. I can't make the BBC describe Stuart Hall as a "black intellectual" in 1964. But I can make Stuart a black intellectual for me, in the future, for that moment. I can't make a TV newscast in 1968 describe "black intellectual," but I can make a film in which the self-evidence of that description is now beyond present dispute. That's the snare of the archive. 
